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On Oct. 10 and 11, in an unprecedented move since the beginning of the civil war, over 4,500
refugees who had been residing in the Mesa Grande camp in Honduras were permitted to return
to their places of origin in El Salvador. The en masse repatriation was coordinated by the UN High
Commission on Refugees (UNHCR), and Catholic and other religious groups in El Salvador, with
the support of foreign religious and activist organizations. The Mesa Grande camp is located about
64 km. from the Salvadoran border, in the western Honduran department of Copan. Most refugees
had resided in the camp for the past five years. On Oct. 10, some 4,580 refugees arrived at the
border, ready to enter El Salvador. However, the Salvadoran government permitted only 2,500 to
return Saturday. A caravan of 40 buses and 60 trucks appeared at the site to transport the first group.
UNHCR adjunct director in Honduras, Sergio Male, told AFP that according to the agreement
with the government, after "documentation activities" were completed, the refugees would be
transported to their places of origin in the departments of Cabanas, Chalatenango and Usulutan.
The Salvadoran Catholic Church is in charge of distributing humanitarian assistance provided
by international agencies destined to assist the refugees to rebuild their lives. Representatives of
the Christian Committee for Displaced People of El Salvador (CRIPDES) and several Protestant
congregations in El Salvador accompanied the refugees to their destinations. Present at the Mesa
Grande camp as international observers were US and European religious delegations, including
one headed by Rev. Gus Schultz of the East Bay Sanctuary Covenant (EBSC). According to EBSC,
refugee leaders had requested that the foreigners accompany them to their destinations. At a press
conference on the morning of Oct. 8, Salvadoran President Jose Napoleon Duarte announced that
his government had changed its position on the repatriation. He said the government would not
permit the repatriation to take place as scheduled, and was prohibiting the presence of foreign
observers inside El Salvador. A government delegation was dispatched to Mesa Grande with an
alternative proposal stating that the refugees returning to the village of Santa Marta would be
permitted to enter the country on Oct. 10. The remaining refugees would be assigned to alternative
sites in three other departments at a later date. In response, the Social Secretariat of the Archdiocese
of San Salvador announced that the Church would not support the government's "alternative."
The Church, said the Secretariat, would support a change in plans only if the refugees themselves
initiated the same. According to an Oct. 10 news brief by the EBSC, the government of El Salvador
had broken its agreement with the Catholic Church commission negotiating on behalf of the Mesa
Grande refugees. The agreement, completed Oct. 9, was as follows: 1) The refugees would be
allowed to return to five designated villages, their places of origin; 2) European and US delegations
of international observers would be allowed to accompany them; 3) The refugees would gather in El
Salvador at La Palma for a mass before dispersing to their destinations. The agreement, said EBSC,
was violated in three ways: 1) The first contingents, headed for Santa Marta and Copapayo, were
apparently diverted from La Palma, and taken to a hacienda at Aguilares for interrogation. Refugees
bound for Santa Marta were not accompanied by international observers, while those headed
for Copapayo were accompanied by persons representing the Archdiocese of San Salvador. 2)
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Departure of some 1700 refugees from Mesa Grande was delayed. The refugees said on the evening
of Oct. 10 that they would leave on foot on Sunday morning if no transportation was provided
as promised. 3) Foreign observers from the US and Europe were not allowed to cross the border
into El Salvador. EBSC received reports that military tractors were sent to destroy roads in and
around Copapayo, and that residents of Las Vueltas, another of the sites to be repopulated, have
dispersed into the countryside, in fear of government actions. On the morning of Oct. 12, EBSC
reported that the Salvadoran government appeared to have reversed itself and was complying
with the agreements negotiated Oct. 9 with leaders of the Salvadoran Catholic Church. All 4,500
Mesa Grande refugees had crossed the border, and were traveling to their places of origin. They
were accompanied by representatives of Salvadoran churches. (Basic data from AFP, AP, 10/10/87;
several reports by EBSC) [In the US, a California-based organization called SHARE, coordinated
the "Going Home" campaign on behalf of the Mesa Grande refugees. Participating in the campaign
was the East Bay Sanctuary Covenant. For further information, contact the EBSC at (415) 540-5296, or
Repopulation Hotline 540-5907, or SHARE (415) 644-2642.]
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